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A Snowy Morning: Eight Chinese Poets on the Road to 
Modernity. By Michel Hockx. Leiden, The Netherlends: 
Research School Centre of Non-Western Studies, 1994. 282 
pp. DFI.35.00 (paper) ISBN 90-73782-21-X.
In his monograph A Snowy Morning: Eight Chinese Poets 
on the Road to Modernity, Michel Hockx performs the laudable 
and overdue task of devoting meticulous scholarly attention to 
the first years of experimentation in Chinese New Poetry, an 
area which has received little more than cursory treatment in 
Western-language scholarly work on modern Chinese literature.
The book takes an important step toward remedying this 
oversight by providing a well-researched account of the poetry 
and poetics of the eight New Poets who jointly contributed to the 
1922 poetry collection A Snowy Morning (Xuezhao). The 雪朝 
motivation for such a carefully focused survey, Hockx states, is 
to demonstrate the falsity or inadequacy of four generalizations 
that have been attached to early baihua poetry written by 
members of the Literary Association of China: that these poets 
were concerned only with baihua diction, that they were too 
strongly influenced by poetic tradition, that they were all writing 
for life's sake, and that they were all realists. In place of these 
generalizations, Hockx proposes that more 
attention be given to the diversity of the 
experiments by which each of the new poets 
attempted to negotiate the influence of 
traditional poetry and to reconcile individual 
expression with collective social and moral 
ideals. He concludes that the publication of A 
Snowy Morning in 1922 marked an abrupt turn 
by these eight poets from writing merely anti- 
traditional poetry bent only on rejecting 
traditional poetic convention, toward an 
independent poetry and poetics both focusing 
on individual expression and making creative 
use of perceived tradition. Hockx refers to this
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shift in attitude as “placing the collection on the brink of 
modernity.”
The book supports its arguments by dealing either 
individually or in small groups with each of the eight poets 
included in the collection, who are Zhou Zuoren, Xu Yunuo, Ye 
Shaojun, Yu Pingbo, Zhu Ziqing, Liu Yanling, Guo Shaoyu, and 
Zheng Zhenduo. For each poet Hockx provides a brief 
biographical treatment, a review of his participation in the literary 
debates of the time, translations of selected poems, and a 
survey of the critical reception of his poems from the time they 
were first published up to the present day. This last, the 
application of reader-response theory to the Snowy Morning 
poetry, constitutes the book’s own theoretical approach to its 
topic. With it Hockx hopes to, more or less objectively, 
reconstruct how the poems, which certainly appear clumsy and 
dated by today’s standards, were received by their contemporary 
readers. Hockx's discussion of the responses to the poems does 
in fact uncover many intriguing details about the intertextuality of 
certain poems, the often polemical dialogue among the poets 
and commentators, and the reigning generalizations associated 
with the texts. At times, however, one suspects that too much 
time is being spent recounting existing commentaries on the 
poetry. This critic would have appreciated more of Hockx’s own 
formulations of the ideologies constructed around the practice of 
new vernacular poetry during the crucial years when the genre 
first emerged. Some self-reflexivity also seems to be in order, for 
interpreting literary texts through others’ responses to them 
unavoidably involves one’s own response to the existing 
responses.
The book could also have profited from a more nuanced 
conception of Chinese poetic modernity. One can perhaps 
accept the definition of poetic modernity as a new and 
independent poetics which allows creative use of the perceived 
traditions; however, one must still ask how the common-sense 
notion of a solitary road to modernity fits in with the multiple false 
starts, backtracking, and blind experimentation that characterize 
the early days of the new genre. If, as the book concludes, this 
pathway to poetic modernity was characterized by reconceiving 
the essence of poetry in terms of individual freedom of 
expression rather than as a connection with the masses or the
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common people, how does one explain the persistent attempts 
by leftist poets in the decades immediately following the genre’s 
birth to write mass-language poetry or poetry based on national 
forms? Of particular concern for this book, how is the idea of the 
Snowy Morning poets opening up a road to modernity for poetry 
complicated by the fact that, almost without exception, these 
writers ceased to write new poetry after the 1922 collection 
came out? Admittedly, these questions go beyond the stated 
aims of the book. Nevertheless， this critic feels that Hockx’s 
thorough research, if it had been theoretically integrated with 
contemporaneous historical issues, could have produced more 
ambitious conclusions concerning the invention of the genre of 
new poetry during the May Fourth era. Not the least of these 
issues is the relation of the new poetry to the historical 
construction of the May Fourth era itself. And indeed, by 
studiously avoiding the temptation to frame the poetry within the 
context of May Fourth, Hockx seems to make an implied 
argument against this standard historical periodization.
But methodological quibbles aside，Hockx’s study does 
succeed in firm ly putting to rest some of the pernicious 
generalizations that have often stood in the way of renewed and 
innovative work on early Chinese new poetry. His close research 
also allows him to open up some interesting literary-historical 
issues, such as the transition from the 1922 experiments with 
prose-poetry to the invention of the familiar-prose (sanwen) 
genre in modern Chinese letters. Not to be overlooked either is 
the wealth of primary materials he has located and unearthed, 
as well as the many otherwise unavailable English translations 
of poems in the book (the full Chinese text to each is in the 
Appendix).
John CRESPI
